Women's work in the economy of the
Cocoa belt: a comparison by Guyer, Jane I.
WOMEN'S WORK IN THE ECONOMY OF THE 
COCOA BELT: A COMPARISON 
By Jane Guyer 
W.P. No. 7 
African Studies Center 
1978 
WORKING PAPERS 
N0.7 
AFRICAN STUDIES CENTER 
Boston University 
10 Lenox Street 
Boston, MA 02146 
WOMEN'S WORK IN THE FOOD ECONOMY OF THE COCOA BELT: 
A COMPARISON 
by Jane I. Guyer 
This paper is an empirical study of the cultural context and 
historical development of the division of labor by sex in two 
farming systems of the West African cocoa belt: the Yoruba of 
Western Nigeria and the Beti of South-Central Cameroun. Both 
societies are patrilineal. Both peoples inhabited the forest zone 
before the period of colonial rule, so that their hoe-farming 
systems had already adjusted to the forest environment before the 
cocoa era. The two societies differ, however, in overall political 
structure. The Yoruba had a centralised form of city-state govern-
ment, while the Beti were organised in small village communities 
under autonomous headmen. The major difference which forms the 
theme of this paper is the different division of labor by sex in 
the indigenous economy. In a rough categorization of African farm-
ing systems, according to which sex does most of the work, the 
Yoruba would be classified as a male farming system, the Beti as 
a female farming system. 
Boserup defines female farming as a type of agriculture "in 
which food production is taken care of by women," and a male farm-
ing system as "one where food is produced by the men with relative-
ly little help from women" (Boserup, 1970: 16). In her world-wide 
survey of farming systems, she suggests that there is a general 
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association between the type of agricultural tool and the sex of 
the farmer: hoe farming is women's work, plow farming, men's 
work. According to the criterion of which sex does most of the 
work with the major agricultural tool, Yoruba men's and Beti 
women's monopoly of hoeing activities would place them in differ-
. 1 
ent categories. 
Theoretical Issues 
In West Africa as a whole women's work is concentrated 
heavily in the food economy: in production, processing and distri-
bution. Recent comparative studies by Boserup, Lancaster, Goody 
and Meillassoux examine the bases for the association of women 
with the food system, particularly with cultivation itself, in 
contrast to men's pre-colonial occupations which varied more 
. 2 . 
widely. A general correlation is suggested between the predom-
inance of women's labor in agricultural production and conditions 
of low population density, slash and burn farming technology 
(especially cultivation of staple crops requiring no long-term 
storage\ and relatively low labor requirements for meeting sub-
sistence needs. 
Underlying these analyses are different ways of explaining 
women's association with hoe horticulture. Brown's position on 
women's labor in general is that simple hoe cultivation is a form 
of productive work which can be combined with the infant and 
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child care which is, almost universally, a women's task. 3 This is 
a naturalistic approach, which derives cultural practice from the 
practical exigencies of life. The other, and more complex position 
derives the division of labor from its social and cultural con-
text. Goody explores the correlation of women's predominance in 
horticulture with jural structures in which women are the refer-
ents in the division of inheritable property. "The women's posi-
tion as a focus of differentiation within the agnatic family is 
related to her role in food production; she and her children will 
be identified with the section of joint preperty which is allo-
cated to her for productive purposes" (Goody, 1973: 117). In 
contrast, Lancaster and Boserup elaborate the possibility that 
women do the work in hoe horticulture systems, not because this 
performs a function in the management of wealth, but precisely 
because it does not. Where the products of farm work cannot be 
stored or accumulated they do not enter into the political arena, 
are low status and are therefore left to the women who everywhere 
occupy a lower status than the men. "Throughout the tribal world, 
this male attitude (of superiority) has typically included simple 
long-fallow horticulture, which has usually been linked (or rele-
gated) to women and the domestic sphere" (Lancaster, 1976: 541) . 
In their review of the conceptual problems in studying the 
4 division of labor by sex, Edholm et al. advocate broadening this 
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emphasis on the value system, claiming that the division of labor 
in directly productive activities is part of a people's entire 
ideological system. "In most circumstances it is clear that the 
assignation of tasks on the basis of sex has an ideological ori-
gin •... When we turn to the more strictly economic aspects of the 
sexual division of labour, we have to start by trying to under-
stand its relationship to other divisions of labour" {Edholm et 
al., 1977: 119, 121). 
These various positions are not mutually exclusive; in fact, 
Edholm et al. "feel that any attempt to look for a single deter-
minant of women's productive activity is doomed to failure" (1977: 
123). Certain differences stem simply from the level of generality 
at which the theory aims. Brown is concerned with tribal and peas-
ant economies as a whole, Boserup with the contrast between hoe 
and plow . farming systems, Goody with variations amongst African 
hoe cultivation systems, and Edholm et al. point the way to yet 
more specific cultural and historical analysis. As in much social 
theory, the broad generalisations look more and more problemati-
cal as explanations the closer one comes to particular cases. My 
purpose in briefly characterising them is not to resolve the dif-
ferences, especially since the division of labor is clearly deter-
mined in a very complex way, but to use them as guiding questions 
in the study of change. Each approach suggests a different line 
of enquiry to pursue. 
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The pragmatic view of women's work implies that changed 
technical conditions pose management problems which are resolved 
on commonsensical grounds about the suitability of new tasks to 
men's or women's life situations. Lancaster, for example, com-
bines Brown's theory with Boserup's emphasis on the importance 
of increased population pressure, to suggest that: 
efforts to locate, clear and retain fresh land in 
the slash-and-burn cycle eventually require more 
male input and attention, or ••• continued land use 
with ever shorter fallow periods requires more in-
tensive soil cultivation than tribal women, regu-
larly burdened with children, can usually handle 
without help (1976: 551). 
Goody's social structural approach implies that changes in prop-
erty transmission, or in the composition of property, will be 
associated with changes in the division of labor by sex. One 
question to ask is whether the association which Goody finds be-
tween vertical inheritance and women's work within hoe culti-
vation systems for the ethnographic present, can be discerned 
in the historical change of jural systems of inheritance. In the 
patrilineal areas of the cocoa belt vertical inheritance has be-
come the norm for ~ocoa farms; one can ask whether this change 
of emphasis from lateral to vertical inheritance has had any 
implications for the division of labor. 
Lancaster's emphasis on the different values put on the 
products of male and female labor points out the possible impor-
tance of alteration of indigenous standatrls of valuation 
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for the direction of change in the division of labor. "The common 
denominator in all these types of social change is that the male-
oriented political economy has become interested, so to speak, in 
the daily round of subsistence" (1976: 554). Finally, a cultural 
approach stresses the profound conservatism of the whole system, 
so that new tasks are subsumed under existing cultural categories. 
To this complex set of propositions we must add the fact 
that conditions of change in the twentieth century are not only 
given direction by indigenous interest or culture, but by the 
interests of the dominant political economy, a point acknowledged 
by all these writers in one way or another. Boserup and Meillas-
soux, in particular, emphasise the subsidy which African female 
farming systems offer the modern sector by making it possible to 
employ men at wages below the cost of supporting a family. 
The introduction of cocoa as a cash crop has involved basic 
changes in the pre-colonial economy. Cocoa has brought the agri-
cultural economy under the influence of world market conditions. 
Monetarisation of all produce places an implicit value on labor, 
so that men's and women's products can be compared on a single 
scale. Inheritance law has been elaborated to deal with the 
changed relationship of cultivation to the land base. And the 
expansion of production has depended on the mobilisation of labor 
away from other occupations. It is a constant refrain in studies 
of African farming that the crucial limiting .input is labor, 5 
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which suggests that there have been important management deci-
sions made in the reallocation of labor time. This paper will 
therefore compare the impact of the cocoa economy on the division 
of labor by sex in two societies which were organised differently 
in the pre-cocoa era. 
Comparisons of women's work in two societies aims at a very 
modest level of generalisation; it hardly escapes from the intri-
cacies of the case studies on which it is based, and never arrives 
at the validity of statistical significance. However, the rich-
ness and variety of sources on the societies of the cocoa belt 
offer the possibility of commenting on broad theoretical state-
ments in light of very well-documented cases, and of discussing 
a topic not covered in the literature, namely the organisational 
differences between a male and a female hoe farming system. 
A Note on Method 
Most of the data are taken from published sources, in parti-
cular the major surveys of the rural household economy done in 
Nigeria and Camerom in the 1950s and 1960s? Fieldwork data from 
individual villages studied by the author and others are used for 
subjects not covered by the general surveys, and for qualitative 
and interpretative information. There are problems in using this 
data for comparative purposes because of differences in the econ-
omic conditions at the time of the survey. However, I have kept 
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as close as possible to the original data except for recalcu-
lation of farm size and labor input in terms of a standard farm-
ing unit of one man and one wife. The average household size for 
the Yoruba area as a whole and for the Beti differed too widely 
to make the original household figures comparable. 7 Recent studies 
of the Yoruba rural economy have suggested that small household 
size is in fact more characteristic of the majority of farmers 
than the average calculated in the 1951/1952 studies. 8 The trend 
amongst the Beti has also been towards smaller household size. 
In 1954 Binet suggested that there were really two populations, 
one with large households grouped under an older household head, 
and the other with small households. The larger households were 
representative of a way of life of the past which was gradually 
going into decline as the older generation died. 9 Reduction of 
the household to a standard unit is not, therefore, expected to 
distort either case, although it does mean setting up a stereo-
typic model of the 'typical' enterprise which students of the 
variations within each area may find difficult to accept. The 
differences across the two regions are of a different order, 
however, and must justify the simplification. 
Definitions of Women's Work 
The cultural definition of women's work in the pre-colonial 
economy of the Beti was based on an association of production 
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f h . h d . 'l lO . rom t e earth wit pro uction of chi dren. The more directly 
a task involved handling the earth, the more closely it was asso-
ciated with women. Thus pottery was women's work, most of the farm 
labor fell to the women, and the general principle was extended 
to puddling mud for housebuilding which became a women's task 
when the Beti were forced to make the transition from their tradi-
tional wood, bark and palm-frond housing to more permanent 
structures. 
Work which involved wood and metal was the men's province. 
They practised crafts, including metal-work, hunted, trapped, 
tapped for palm-wine, and made war. Their tools were the axe, the 
spear, and the long-handled digging stick, whereas women worked 
with hoes. During the pre-colonial period the men's contribution 
to farming was quite substantial. They cleared the forest for 
planting, felled the trees, cut yam stakes, built enclosures 
against wild animals, and constructed storehouses for yams. The 
men even contributed to planting, particularly maize and plantain, 
which were grown in the newly-cleared forest fields (esep), be-
cause the soil was not hoed up before planting. The forest fields 
were associated with men even though the weeding, harvesting and 
general care was women's work. By contrast the groundnut field, 
which was hoed during planting, was exclusively the preserve of 
the women. 
Although there are no records of work time by sex, all 
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sources are unanimous in stating that the women worked longer 
hours on the farm than the men. However, the men controlled the 
production process. In practical terms the men's work defined 
field size, rotation pattern and length of fallow, and in cultural 
terms the fertility of the fields depended on rituals performed 
by the men. As a man grew in seniority his work input into farm-
ing declined, but his ritual control over fertility and manager-
ial control over the produce increased. When he died the rights 
to his farms were divided per stirpes in theory, but mobility and 
land abundance meant that the devolution of land did not become 
a major issue until the advent of the cocoa economy. 
The sexual division of labor among the Yoruba seems less 
clearly embedded in an elaborated cultural logic of male and 
female differences and oppositions. With respect to descent grrup 
membership I have heard it said that a woman belongs to her natal 
group because it is only by an accident of birth that she is not 
a man. Discussions of the division of labor by sex are phrased in 
terms of pragmatism rather than metaphysics, and I have not found 
in the literature any detailed analysis of the link between the 
concept of femininity in religious thought and the feminine tasks 
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of everyday life. Although the divinity of the earth, Onile, is 
female, and most of the devotees of the farm goddess, ori~a oko, 
are women, most of the farm work is done by men. 
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According to Sudarkasa, the fact that men work the farms is 
associated with the complex political and economic structure of 
the Yoruba city-state. First, the farms were often far from the 
town because of large populations and the need for long fallows. 
The danger of commuting to farm was enhanced by the state of war 
which prevailed for long periods during the nineteenth century. 
Large population size was associated with diversity in productive 
technology and occupational specialisation. By comparison with 
the Beti, techniques of food processing and storage, textile 
manufacture and local trade were more elaborate and therefore 
more time-consuming. In the Yoruba division of labor this was 
women's work. Women made pottery, manufactured soap and palm oil, 
wove mats, preserved agricultural products by drying them, brewed 
beer, and traded their goods in the local market. Every woman 
ginned, carded and spun cotton, wove it, and dyed the cloth in 
indigo dye pits. Ojo writes that "it has always been (women's 
responsibility) to clothe the family as it is (the men'~ to feed 
it" {Ojo, 1966: 84). All women had an occupation outside narrowly-
defined domestic duties. 
As in the Beti system, both sexes contributed to farming, 
although to different degrees and in different capactities. In 
fact one has to put aside the essentially European designation of 
'farming' as a single occupational category in order to under-
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stand the logic of the division of tasks in both these systems. 
Yoruba men cleared the forest, burned the bush and made the yam 
heaps, using a similar short-handled hoe to the one used by Beti 
women. Men's work parties were organised for the weeding but the 
women helped with planting, harvesting and transport of the pro-
duce to the town. 
Inheritance was per stirpes for acquired property and lateral 
for inherited property, although again the impermanence of culti-
vation left it somewhat vague as to which category farms and land 
fell into. It is the special conditions of cocoa production which 
have resulted in the much greater importance of per stirpes inher-
itance for both peoples. 12 
These 'male' and 'female' farming systems were not simple 
mirror images of each other; the allocation of tasks was different 
throughout the economy, and the economies themselves differed in 
very important respects. The most important is the diversity of 
the occupation structure and the productive technology outside 
farming. It is impossible to say which comes first: elaborate 
processing techniques for farm products provoking reallocation 
of women's labor from farming to manufacture and trade, or women's 
freedom from the exigencies of farm work allowing the development 
of processing techniques. It may be that over a large sample this 
association would not hold up but it remains a possibility that 
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occupational diversification does influence the division of labor 
in farming, independent of changes in farming technique. It is 
clear that not only the conditions of farming alone, but the 
whole shape of the economy forms the framework for the division 
of labor. 
Two further general points can be drawn out of the historical 
reconstructions of these two farming systems in the pre-colonial 
period. First, most of the work load fell on one sex, but the 
other made important contributions at particular stages in the 
agricultural cycle. Second, women were ultimately subordinate to 
men in both systems in the sense that men could mobilise women's 
labor, but the reverse was not usually true. Women did not have 
the authority to recruit male labor .for their own purposes ex-
cept through their husbands. 
The Cocoa Economy 
Cocoa cultivation became men's work in both areas. This is 
not entirely due to the machinations of colonial government. 
Amongst the Yoruba cocoa cultivation was an extension of men's 
role in cultivation, while amongst the Beti its technical charac-
teristics as a crop meant that it was planted in newly-cleared 
forest fields using men's agricultural techniques. In both cases 
women's indigenous obligation to supply harvest, processing and 
transport labor was extended to include cocoa without any change 
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in definitions of the division of labor. This is not to say that 
women necessarily accepted the extra work without some implicit 
bargaining about remuneration. But the Yoruba have an intricate 
system of payment in kind for agricultural services rendered by 
wives to their husbands, which could be extended to include cocoa. 
As it functions today, it involves the payment of each woman in a 
harvesting party with a share of the crop, and small portions of 
goods carried to market may be given to a wife to sell on her own 
account. Beti wives are considered to be entitled to the poor 
quality cocoa as payment for their help with the harvest, and 
other women who help receive a portion of the good quality cocoa, 
or the cash equivalent. The organisation of labor by sex has there-
fore followed similar lines in the two ethnic groups. 
Even the work of establishing new farms during the period of 
cocoa expansion was organised in similar ways. Yoruba women appear 
to have participated in farm work while the trees were young. Many 
of the farmers were migrants into the new cocoa areas and it has 
been suggested that in a migrant situation Yoruba women are moce 
willing to take part in a joint enterprise with their husbands 
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than under settled conditions. Beti women tended the young trees 
as an integral part of their work in the forest fields. 
The single most important difference between the labor ~orce 
on Yoruba and on Beti cocoa farms is the importance of hired labor 
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among the Yoruba. A tradition of migrant labor into the Cameroun-
ian cocoa belt has not developed, partially for historical rea-
sons. Boserup mentions the possibility that hired labor among 
the Yoruba compensates for the lack of female labor (Boserup, 
1970: 23). This is a complex issue, and one would need to compare 
other farming systems to see whether those with 'male' traditions 
attract more hired labor than those with 'female' traditions 
within the cocoa-producing area. However, several sources on 
Yoruba farming mention that hired labor and female labor are not 
directly interchangeable. Hired labor, male family labor and fe-
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male family labor do different tasks in the agricultural cycle. 
Figure 1 sums up farm size and labor allocation in cocoa 
production in the two areas. It is clear that the differences are 
small. Camerounian cocoa farms are somewhat larger and less in-
tensively worked than Nigerian farms, which may be due to differ-
ences in population density. In both cases most of the work is 
done by the men, with the women contributing approximately the 
same amount of time, during the harvest season. 
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The Food Economy 
The development of the food economy alongside cocoa has been 
very different in the two areas. In neither case has. food ,farming 
been abandoned in favor of exclusive specialisation. During the 
period of cocoa expansion the food and young cocoa farms were 
more complementary than they are now. Plantain and cocoyam were 
used as shade crops so that the two sides of the farming system 
expanded together. The result was often more food than could be 
eaten or sold on the market. As cocoa plantations reached their 
limit, the traditional food fields could no longer be supplemen-
ted by the extra crops interplanted with cocoa. A separate food 
system has been preserved for both subsistence and sale. Figure 
2 summarizes farm size and labor allocation in the two areas. 
Again, farm sizes are probably not significantly different. 
Once cocoa planting has slowed down, it appears from small-scale 
studies that specialised food farms are in the region of 1.3 
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acres. The outstanding difference is in the labor supply. While 
83% of the total work put into food farming is supplied by the 
male farmer among the Yoruba, 84% is supplied by the female 
farmer among the Beti. The small contribution of Beti men, and 
even smaller' contribution of Yoruba women to food production 
appears less than the qualitative accounts of the past would sug-
gest. Yoruba women still help with the harvest and transport, but 
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Figure 2: The Household Economy: Food Crops. 
Western Nigeria and Southern Cameroun 
Annual Labor Input, Family (by sex) and Hired. 
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present-day sources do not mention planting as a women's task. In 
the Beti area virgin forests are disappearing, so that the heavy 
work of clearing is now reduced to the easier task of cutting 
secondary growth. Wild animals have declined in numbers so that 
enclosures are no longer necessary. Yam has given way to cassava 
and plantain as the major staple, so that staking and constructing 
storehouses is not required. Possibly the heavy labor demands on 
men during the colonial period encouraged an elaboration of the 
women's groundnut fields so that they could supply the entire 
diet. 16 The feminisation of .farming is the result of technical 
changes in production patterns as well as colonial labor policies 
and cocoa production. 
The reinforcement of the pre-cocoa division of labor is 
brought out even more clearly by analysis of the total work time 
of men and women by type of work. Yoruba male cocoa farmers spend 
82% of their working time farming, almost two thirds of it on 
their food farms. Beti men spend 40% of their working days farm-
ing, more than two thirds on their cocoa farms. A further 23% is 
spent on palm-wine tapping, both for home consumption and for 
sale, and the rest is taken up with a variety of other work, 
including house-building and repairs, and trapping, which all 
belong to the sphere of 'traditional' male occupations. Both 
Yoruba and Beti women spend 40% of their working time in house-
work, cooking and domestic duties. Yoruba women spend a further 
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50% of their working time in home industry, food processing and 
trade, and Beti women spend an additional 50% in farming. At the 
time at which these surveys were made, the basic work categories 
of the pre-cocoa era took up the largest part of people's work 
days for both sexes and in both places, and it seems that the 
patterns of allocation of labor in farming may have intensified 
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the association of food farming with one sex alone. 
Pragmatic questions of simultaneous child care do not seem 
to have been important in this increasing segregation of male and 
female occupations. Certain important women's occupations, for 
example cooking and palm oil processing, would seem dangerous to 
children, but have increased in importance in spite of this. The 
apparent determinism implied in women's infant and child care 
duties fades before the flexibilities of child-care arrangements, 
cooperative work institutions, and occupational careers which vary 
over the life cycle. Women manage dangerous work through the 
social institutions available to them. Conversely many of men's 
tasks are repetitive and tedious, without that implying that the 
men take over the child care. The cultural logic of the division 
of labor does not necessarily coincide with the 'natural logic' 
of common sense. 
Similarly, the association between women's farm work and the 
inheritance system is not close for these cases. Cocoa culti-
vation has provoked changes in the devolution of property. In 
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both cases the combination of lateral and per stirpes inheri-
tance, each for a different kind of property, has been modified 
so that cocoa farms are inherited per stirpes. Women are used as 
referents for inheritance without necessarily being associated 
with working the property. 
The general course of development in the division of labor 
by sex has been preservation of the pre-cocoa categories of work, 
but a reallocation of labor time by each sex into independent 
activities and away from contributions of labor to joint enter-
prises. I suggest that this is related to the conditions of the 
cash economy. First, cocoa incomes have been unstable, so that 
family welfare and risk avoidance are improved by the family labor 
force having a variety of occupations which cater to different 
markets. Women in both areas avoid being totally dependent on 
their husband's income. But their increasing control over their 
own labor and incomes is gained in an economy which gives lower 
returns to women's labor. Here again the different dates of the 
surveys vitiate precise comparisons, but the Nigerian data for 
1951/1952 and the Camerounian data for 1964/1965 both show a sub-
stantial difference in the returns to labor in male and female 
activities, regardless of whether the latter comprise farming or 
processing and trade. During the period of high cocoa prices of 
the early 1950s, Galletti calculated a differential of four to 
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one in income per hour of remunerated work by men and by women 
. 1 18 . h 
respective y. During t e cocoa decline of the mid-1960s, the 
19 differential in Cameroun was two to one. Most of the difference 
is due to the relatively high returns which cocoa can give, but 
Yoruba food farmers still earn more (33%) per hour from farming 
than women earn from processing and trade. The fact that there is 
little mobility across the male and female occupational divide in 
the rural areas is not only due to cultural rigidities, but to 
the structure of choices. Skills acquired over a lifetime are 
expensive to discard, and for the men there is no incentive to do 
so, while for the women there are serious problems of access to 
resources. 
In summary, two approaches have been the most useful in com-
paring these two cases. The basic cultural framework of the divi-
sion of labor in rural occupations with different investment by 
each sex in particular skills, remains the decisive influence on 
allocation of labor time between general categories of work. 
Reallocation of labor time within those broad categories depends 
on the political-economic position of the rural population as a 
whole, and on the different returns to labor in male and female 
occupations. 
23 
Male and Female Food Farming: a Comparison 
The focus in this paper has been on the women in the rural 
economy, rather than on the food system as such. But the fate of 
the two are closely interdependent, especially now that there is 
increasing concern about the adequacy of the food supply to the 
cities. The evolutionary schemes of African farming systems tend 
to suggest that a transition to male farming is inevitable for 
technical reasons: that the women do not have available time to 
expand production, and that improved technology is difficult for 
women to manage. By comparing two systems which are fairly simi-
lar one might be able to see more clearly what the specific dif-
ferent bottlenecks are in the functioning of the two systems. 
The data on labor times suggest that Beti women spend more 
time farming a similar size plot than Yoruba men. Figure 3 tabu-
lates the different activities to which the extra labor is de-
voted. 
Two technical differences should be pointed out. The lower 
population density of the Beti area means that fields are left in 
longer fallow in most areas, and are therefore more work to clear. 
Second, it is very likely that the Beti farms supply a higher pro-
portion of the total diet than Yoruba farms because of the heavy 
dependence on groundnuts for protein. Crop density is higher on 
the groundnut farms than on the ridged and heaped Yoruba farms, 
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Figure 3: 
Number of days of work on food farms, per annum, by activity. 
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Note: Total work days for Nigeria have been distributed 
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self, in a town just outside the main cocoa belt. 
It may, .. therefore, be inaccurate for the farming 
of the forest region. Total days are from Galletti. 
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which implies longer hours spent planting. Groundnuts are also 
very labor intensive for the harvest. These two factors account 
for part of the difference in hours worked per unit area, and 
are reflected in the breakdown of labor input by task. The pri-
macy of groundnut production in the subsistence strategy gives 
women an agricultural cycle which is one long bottleneck. The 
main staples, cassava and plantain, are not labor intensive, and 
are grown abundantly enough for the surplus to be sold. By con-
trast, the Yoruba male farmer is mainly responsible for the 
staples in the diet. Beans, egusi (melon) and some groundnuts 
are grown, but most of the protein seems to be purchased. Labor 
days calculated per unit area are therefore deceptive without 
attention to the quality of the nutrition which that labor pro-
duces. Self-subsistence for protein as well as staples limits 
crop choice and implies a heavy.and continuous work load. 
The subsistence orientation of Beti farming has other impli-
cations for expansion. Women's lower incomes mean that they are 
limited in the cash investment they can put into their farms. 
Unless her husband pays, a woman does not usually employ outside 
labnrers, or buy chemical fertilizer and insect sprays. She is 
also limited in her capacity to mobilise resources through non-
cash channels. She cannot usually command her husband's help in 
harvesting, transporting and processing in the same way that a 
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Yoruba man can mobilise his wife's help. Because of their superior 
access to resources Yoruba men can hire laborers and employ women, 
whereas Beti women are limited to mutual aid, which does not add 
anyone to the total work force, or to the little help that chil-
dren can give during school vacations. 
The dominance of the domestic context over women's farming 
in the Beti area is due to several historical and cultural factors. 
Demand for food in the market has been much less in Southern 
Cameroun than in the Nigerian cocoa belt because of the limited 
growth of the cities. Colonial policy for the food supply systiem 
actually prevented the emergence of specialisation in processing 
and trade. In fact, the relative lack of the ancillary occupations 
to food production reinforces the lower market involvement of the 
farmers. Because of the .cultural definition of women's work, head 
transport, processing and trade in food falls to the same sex as 
the farming. Beti women are gradually developing occupational 
specialisation, and non-Beti women are also going into trade, but 
as yet it is far from resolved how these structures are going to 
be constituted. The present initiative may continue, with increas-
ing occupational specialisation among women, both in the crops 
that they farm, and in the range of other rural occupations they 
fill. This necessarily implies some adjustments in the domestic 
responsibilities of women, because it would be difficult to com-
bine fully self-subsistent farming with another occupation in 
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addition to household duties. On the other hand, agricultural 
policies may encourage the development of a cash crop sector in 
food production, managed and worked by men, alongside entrenched 
subsistence production by the women. 
Conclusion 
The broad categorisation of farming systems in Africa as 
'male' or 'female' is useful in pointing out major alternatives 
in the organisation of hoe farming. The statistical correlations 
made between ·female farming and aspects of the relationship of 
population to land, of the farming technology and of the social 
structure map out a set of correspondences which can guide one's 
thoughtin the analysis of particular cases or groups of cases. 
Empirical work from local studies, however, draws attention to 
the problems of the broad categories, and even of separating out 
farming as a group of activities isolated from the complete ros-
ter of productive activities in which people were engaged during 
the pre-colonial period. 
In both of the cases discussed in this paper both sexes con-
tributed to agricultural activities, and both sexes did produc-
tive work outside agriculture. Undoubtedly the list of activities 
which were considered productive was also broader than our modern 
cash orientation would define. Agriculture fits into a wider 
production system, the other sectors of which also employed labor 
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time, and the whole economy was responsive, in the allocation of 
people's labor, to conditions in inter-regional trade. Local 
areas had expanded production of a variety of trade goods, palm 
products, ivories1 21 and textiles for example, long before the 
great expansion of commercial crops. Production systems are in-
tricate in themselves. They contain sets of alternatives for crop 
mix, field types, modes of labor mobilisation, and methods of 
adjustment to social or natural conditions. The cultural defi-
nition of the division of labor by sex has to be flexible enough, 
or general enough, to allow reallocation of the labor force under 
changed conditions. 
When one's focus is on change, it is exactly these general-
ities and flexibilities which become central. Both the Yoruba and 
the Beti have integrated cocoa cultivation into the division of 
labor in such a way that their patterns of cocoa production are 
very similar. However, cocoa fits into the allocation of labor in 
farming as a whole very differently in the two cases. This appears 
to be related to the allocation of labor in the wider rural occu-
pational structure. Where the women are committed to providing 
the whole variety of products for the domestic diet, the possi-
bilities for developing the other 'female' occupations of proces-
sing and trade depend on adjustments in the domestic system so that 
labor time can be released. The food system faces organisational 
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problems in the allocation of female labor between production, on 
the one hand, and processing and distribution on the other. In 
the Yoruba system the food economy faces a different problem, 
that of the allocation of men's time between cocoa and food. How 
both men and women resolve these issues depends on the flexibil-
ities in the cultural system, and on the practical possibility 
of combining activities which have different conditions of work. 
But it also depends crucially on the relative returns to labor in 
the different occupations. Lancaster points out that narrowing 
the gap between the value of food and the value of "prestige 
goods" is the precondition of men reallocating their labor to the 
food system. In his evolutionary perspective this can happen in 
two ways: by poverty diminishing the relative value of prestige 
goods, or by the potential for wealth in food farming raising 
the value of food-related activities. In the current situation 
these relative values are set not only by population pressure, 
or levels of demand in trade, but by price policy. 
A final note should be added on the controversies surround-
ing the impact of 'modernisation' or colonialism on the position 
of women. Sharon W. Tiffany has reviewed this literature 22 and 
distinguishes the structural-functional and historical-dialectic 
positions. The first sees women as subordinate in pre-modern 
societies, but gradually raising their status through the influence 
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of the modern economy. The latter sees women's status as de-
clining during the colonial period, from a situation of greater 
complementarity between the sexes. On the basis of these two 
cases it seems clear that both can happen at the same time: West 
African women have greater freedom from the domestic context than 
ever before, but their enterprise brings them returns which are 
inferior to men's. It is a case of the famous distinction of 
Isaiah Berlin between 'freedom from' and 'freedom to.• 23 Women 
are free from many of the constraints of pre-colonial social 
structures, and free to work in the market economy at a low wage. 
This is not a philosophical quibble. Women are aware of the con-
tradictions which the modern economy has introduced into their 
lives. It is best summed up by the following statement, the gist 
of many conversations with older Beti women where they summed up 
the difference between their youth and the lives of the young 
women of today: "We were like slaves, but they work much harder 
than we did." 
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